uring a
live show

or on one
of his 18 albums, master
raconteur
Robert Earl Keen is apt to take a hiatus mid-song to share an anecdote.
And that’s precisely what he did during “The Bluegrass Widow” on his
1988 sophomore record, The Live Album. Robert Earl unfolds the story of
falling in love with bluegrass music
from listening to an old Bill Monroe
eight-track tape in his buddy’s 1970
Ford Maverick. Next came the bluegrass stylings of The Stanley Brothers, The Kentucky Colonels, Mac
Wiseman, Peter Rowan and other
stalwarts, until a few years later he
formed a four-piece bluegrass band,
The Front Porch Boys, in College
Station, Texas. As the story goes, the
startup quartet entered the Interna-
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tional Bluegrass Band Competition
in Crockett, Texas . . . and took second place. “We could play faster than
anybody in the competition,” Robert
Earl mused. “The other two bands
took first and third, respectively.”
Later that evening, three of The
Front Porch Boys made a startling
declaration to Robert Earl: “We’re
taking bluegrass music where it’s never been before,” they said, “and we’re
not taking you with us, ’cause you

don’t have that high and lonesome
sound that bluegrass music requires.”
Not one to fight failure, Robert
Earl packed his stuff and left. The
Front Porch Boys broke up three days
later when they realized Robert Earl
owned the PA system.
Robert Earl put The Front Porch
Boys in his rear view, and, over the
course of the next four decades, he
tumbleweeded across the U.S., showcasing his unmistakable brand of
Texas country music and becoming
the archetypal troubadour. Along the
way, his homespun yarns became as
big a part of his singer/songwriter
aura as his music.
Now, more than 30 years after his
debut album, No Kinda Dancer, Robert Earl has finally returned to his
bluegrass roots with a new record,
Happy Prisoner: The Bluegrass Sessions, which is set to drop on Feb. 10.
“I got to the point where I had been

PHOTO BY DARREN CARROLL/SHORE FIRE MEDIA

Texas country music mainstay Robert Earl Keen
takes bluegrass music where it’s never been before.
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Happy
Prisoner:

Robert Earl Keen (center) and his band, (from left) Bill Whitbeck,
Tom Van Schaik, Rich Brotherton and Marty Muse

the bluegrass
sessions
1. “Hot Corn,
Cold Corn”
2. “52 Vincent
Black Lightning”
3. “Footprints in
the Snow”

4. “99 Years for
One Dark Day”
with Peter Rowan
5. “East Virginia Blues”
6. “Poor Ellen Smith”
7. “Long Black Veil”
8. “This World Is
Not My Home”
9. “T For Texas”
with Lyle Lovett
10. “Peter Rowan Intro”
11. “Walls of Time”
12. “White Dove”
13. “Old Home Place”
14. “Twisted Laurel”

ROBERT EARL KEEN CONT.
thinking about a bluegrass album
for so long, it all of a sudden dawned
on me that if I didn’t do it right now,
I might not ever do it,” says Robert
Earl, 59. “It didn’t need to be one of
those things, like, ‘Oh, when I get to
be 50, I’m going to be a painter.’ I
didn’t ever have a set time for it. But I
kept thinking about it every couple of
years or so. Finally, I just decided to
do it. That was it. Do it now. Go big or
go home, as they say.”
Instead of high and lonesome, the
gravelly-voiced Texan treats fans
to a 15-song offering of bluegrass
standards with his usual congeniality. Running the gamut from murder
ballad “Long Black Veil” to gospel
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tune “This World Is Not My Home,”
Happy Prisoner incarcerates listeners
in a bluegrass-by-way-of-bluebonnet
confinement that makes a lifetime
sentence sound affable.
“I started out with a list of 100
songs that came off the top of my
head, and I truly didn’t dig into any
albums, I just dug into my brain
for songs I felt were truly great,”
says Robert Earl. “Then I pared it
down to 27 or 28, and that’s what
we ended up recording, and then we
took the songs I thought were—not
necessarily the best—but would best
represent the spectrum of color and
depth in bluegrass.”
Robert Earl is so revered in the
Lone Star State that the mention of

his name is enough to spark a Mount
Rushmore-esque discussion about
the Texas pantheon of razor-witted
songwriters—Townes Van Zandt,
Steve Earle, Guy Clark, Robert Earl—
and whose head goes where on the
mountain. But for Happy Prisoner,
Robert Earl traded in his usual role
of songwriter for interpreter.
“When I write a song and sing
it, I truly see all the rolling . . . hold
on a second,” says Robert Earl, as a
train blows by downtown Kerrville,
Texas, and it becomes too loud to
talk. “Is it suddenly appropriate that
a train goes by when we’re talking
about bluegrass?” he asks, laughing.
“Anyway, I see a song’s images go
by as I sing. And when I do some-
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15. “Wayfaring Stranger”
with Natalie Maines

one else’s song, if that happens for
me, I feel like I’m locked in. If that
doesn’t happen for me, if I don’t feel
it, if I don’t see those images coming together somehow, I can never
grab ahold of that song. All of these
songs on Happy Prisoner, I have a
rolling, three-minute movie in my
head as I’m playing.”
Although the album is a collection
of 15 songs (20 on the deluxe vinyl
edition) from the likes of bluegrass
greats Bill Monroe (“Walls of Time,”
“Footprints in the Snow”), Jimmie
Rodgers (“T for Texas”), The Carter
Family (“East Virginia Blues”),
Flatt and Scruggs (“Hot Corn, Cold
Corn”) and Carter Stanley (“White
Dove”), among others, the end
result is a bluegrass album that is
wholly Robert Earl’s.
“I really wanted to pass on what I
loved about bluegrass,” says Robert
Earl. “I didn’t want to try and reinvent the form. I just wanted people
to hear what I hear, what I love about
it. I wanted to play these songs that
have meaning. If you listen to the
album from start to finish, there’s
a huge spectrum of variety of bluegrass. Jimmie Rodgers is the ‘Father
of Country Music,’ right? But there’s
this bluegrass edge to him, and then

there’s Flatt and Scruggs, who are
full-blown bluegrass, and Bill Monroe is the ‘Father of Bluegrass Music.’
I wanted to give people an idea of
what it was that I liked about bluegrass and why I liked it.”
Not one for solitary confinement
on Happy Prisoner, Robert Earl consorts with his former Texas A&M
neighbor Lyle Lovett for a duet
on “T for Texas,” borrows Natalie
Maines’ angelic pipes on “Wayfaring Stranger” and harmonizes with
Peter Rowan on “99 Years for One
Dark Day.” In support of his new
album, the troubadour is taking to
the road this month for a series of
bluegrass-centric shows.
“At the shows, we are going to play
about 45 minutes of bluegrass from
this record, and then I’m going to do
something I’ve never done before,” he
says, “which is take a short intermission and come back and knock out
some of my tunes that people always
come wanting to hear.”
His catalog of songs that fans
come clamoring to shows to hear
is vast, as are Robert Earl’s accomplishments since he was banished from The Front Porch Boys,
including induction into the Texas
Songwriters Hall of Fame in 2012,

a two-disc tribute album—Undone:
A MusicFest Tribute to Robert Earl
Keen—recorded by a who’s who of
new generation singer/songwriters
and having his songs cut by the likes
of George Strait, The Highwaymen
and Dixie Chicks, among others.
When prodded to recall the declaration The Front Porch Boys made
to him in the cold, gray light of
dawn underneath a giant pine tree
almost 40 years ago, Robert Earl
can’t contain himself.
“Oh my, now that’s funny,” says
Robert Earl with a deep belly laugh. “I
don’t think I’ve taken bluegrass where
it’s never been before. I do think sonically and song choice-wise that this
record is really great. And I love this
record, and I’ll totally stand by it. I
wasn’t out to break any barriers on
this record, so no, I don’t think I’ve
taken bluegrass music where it’s never
been before, but I think we certainly
shored it up in some places.”
Rest assured, regardless of his humility, Robert Earl has taken bluegrass
somewhere it’s never been before.
From the depths of his heart and mind
and voice and fingers, he’s given us
bluegrass-by-way-of-bluebonnets. It’s
the Robert Earl way, and bluegrass has
never been there before now. CW
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